On one hand the history of toxicology is impressively long and stretches back into antiquity, poisoned tips of spears and arrows having been found amongst the artefacts of primitive man. Succeeding ages developed their own poisons and methods of administering them: the Greeks used hemlock as a method of state execution; many Roman Emperors employed a Court Poisoner, a habit that necessitated the employment also of Official Tasters to test the imperial victuals. Fifteenth century Florence regarded the art of poisoning as an essential political and diplomatic skill; and contemporary Venice had an official scale of poisoning charges, the price reflecting both the accessibility and wealth of the victim. Poisoning as a domestic crime has continued throughout the centuries, although advances in chemical analysis, physiological knowledge and pathological examinations during the nineteenth century not only enhanced the ability to detect and identify poisons, they also heralded the development of the modern science of toxicology. Its remit includes not only the detection of criminal poisonings, but also the assessment and regulation of toxic chemicals in industrial, agricultural and domestic use and it touches on almost every aspect of modern life.
Thus, on the other hand, toxicology as a professionalised scientific discipline has a much shorter history, one that is little explored by contemporary medical historians.
Recently Sir William Paton, a former chairman of the British Toxicology Society, made a donation to the society, matched in value by the Committee, to promote the study of the history of toxicology. Sir William, a distinguished pharmacologist, and the former Honorary Director of the Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicine, is anxious to stimulate such historical research and has made similar donations to both the Physiological Society and the British Pharmacological Society, 'to encourage the study of the development of scientific thought and discovery'. How might such objectives be achieved?
Clearly there are two intertwined mechanisms by which the historical study of scientific thought and discovery might be encouraged, especially with reference to the recent past. These relate both to the identification, and to the utilisation, of suitable historical resources. Whilst busy practising toxicologists may have little time for, or interest in, utilising their own historical materials, they have an important part to play in locating, preserving and helping others to understand what records are available. It may ultimately be for professional historians to assess and analyse the ways in which medical sciences have evolved during the past century, but they will only be able to do so if the relevant source materials have been preserved.
Identifying and preserving historical sources . What resources might usefully be collected and how might they be stored and made accessible?' Firstly, paper records such as the official archives of the Society; personal papers and correspondence of toxicologists; records of departments; photographs etc might be considered for deposit in an official archive. The staff at the Contemporary Medical Archives Centre can acquire, catalogue and store such records for access by bona fide scholars; the National Cataloguing Unit for the Archives of Contemporary Scientists can catalogue collections and advise on their eventual deposit, although they do not act as a repository themselves.2
Other material artefacts can also provide important historical information about the nature and context of both routine and research activities. Over the past thirty years in particular, advances and developments in technology have rendered much apparatus redundant or in need of frequent replacement. Thus displaced, a machine may be cannibalised or left to rot in a cupboard before it is finally thrown out, when no-one in the department can remember what it was for or how to use it. That such recent equipment has an historical significance is often not understood, and departments and individuals could do much to identify and rescue material. The Physiological Society for example has recently established a joint working party with the Science Museum to collect, catalogue, and store suitable items of equipment, and is beginning to compile a register of likely items in departments around the country.3
Similarly, films and videos can provide historical insights into the development of toxicology.
Since before the turn of the century film has been used in all areas of medicine as a tool for research, record, and teaching, and for the past thirty years videotape has been used in the same way. In recognition of the importance of film sources in the history of modern medicine and medical science, a consortium has recently been established, representing the Wellcome Trust, the National Film ant Television Archive, the British Medical Association, and the British Universities Film and Video Council. Ultimately the group is concerned to locate and preserve relevant film material which probably survives in a wide variety of situations but in the first instance would like to make contact with anyone who might know of relevant material.4 4 ' But the most valuable historical resource, and probably the least utilised, is the toxicologist him (or her) self. Oral history, once the province of folk and local historians, is rapidly achieving prominence as a technique in the history of modern medicine, and the Wellcome Trust now supports a course in interviewing, recording and transcribing techniques run by Professor Paul Thompson, which is closely linked with the National Life Story Collection of the National Sound Archives.5 This is an area where professional toxicologists can greatly facilitate the study of the history of their own subject by assisting or recording interviews with senior members of the Society. Several societies and organisations have begun to develop structured oral-history programmes, and both the Royal College of Physicians and the Biochemical Society have now moved into video-recording interviews.6 Transcribed tapes of well-conducted interviews can provide historians, both amateur and professional, with valuable insights into the nature, conduct and progress of the subject.
Utilisation of resources
So much for providing the material substrate for historical research. Many of the materials discussed above will ultimately be utilised by professional historians of medicine and medical science. What can practising toxicologists, interested in their subject, do to research the historical foundations of their own practices? The British Toxicology Society could, for example, institute regular historical lectures; establish an essay prize for PhD students; provide modest grants to assist members in historical projects; and clearly they can initiate or otherwise assist schemes such as those already mentioned.
Other developments to assist in cross-fertilisation between historian and practitioner include two recent initiatives taken by the Wellcome Trust. The History of Twentieth Century Medicine Group, which comprises both historians and current or recently practising scientists and clinicians, meets regularly under the chairmanship of Sir Christopher Booth. The activities of the Group include seminar meetings in twentieth century medical history, a Summer School, Witness Seminars, and a regular Newsletter is produced. Additionally, the Wellcome Trust has recently supported a scheme to provide short-term (c. 3 months) sabbatical-leave fellowships in the history of modern medicine for practising scientists and clinicians.7
It is to be hoped that some or all of these projects will encourage both historians and toxicologists to examine the more recent history of the subject. The initiatives recommended by the British Toxicology Society are significant proposals to ensure that whilst that modern history might be comparatively short, it is not lost. 1992, 26: 103-6. 7 For more information on the Twentieth Century Group or the short-term fellowship scheme, contact Dr Tilli Tansey at the above address.
The Paton Prize
The British Toxicology Society and the History of Toxicology A science does not start from nothing and understanding how its ideas have begun and evolved is important in considering the adequacy of its intellectual basis and its practical applicability at a given time. This is the essence of the history of contemporary science, something that we are living through, perhaps without always realising it; for example, the appearance and application of genetic toxicity testing, the impact of receptor theory on the study of agonism and antagonism, the role of toxicokinetics in understanding comparative toxic-ity, the importance of analytical techniques in studying environmental toxicants and biological toxins, and the appreciation of stochastic and nonstochastic models in the regulation of toxic hazards. We need to understand the history of toxicology in order to appreciate its present position and imminent development. Appreciating the march of ideas from his own experience, Sir William Paton, a former chairman of the British Toxicology Society, has generously given the Society money to support and reward work in the general area of the history of toxicology, specifically including development of the subject in Britain and the Society itself. His gift will be supplemented by a capital sum from the British Toxicology Society.
The companion editorial from Dr Tansey discusses many aspects of the value and interest of studying the history of current science, and notes some of the ways in which they can be done, and, most importantly, where help can be sought.
The Executive Committee of the British Toxicology Society has agreed that the Paton Prize Fund will be operated in the following way: The capital will be invested and the income accumulated to produce a suitable sum over several years. An open competition will be announced about two years beforehand, either on a general or a set theme, and outline applications will be sought. With the help of the Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicine, from one to three of the most promising applicants will be selected. After a period of up to two years, the written accounts will be judged and the best selected for publication in Human and Experimental Toxicology, and for presentation as a lecture at one of the Society's meetings, or at the Wellcome Institute or another academic department.
The BTS will use its best endeavours to aid the research, for example by putting the author in touch with appropriate scientists and administrators in universities, industrial firms and government departments.
The Paton Prize will be awarded for the best research, as judged by senior members of the BTS and staff of the Wellcome Institute of the History of Medicine. The fund may also be used to support some of the investigative work and writing the results.
Years ago it was pointed out that 'Those who know no history are condemned to relive it,' and all areas both of investigative and regulatory
